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Chapter One 

I"D FOUND the perfect spot northwest of Divide about six 


months ago. Hadn't laid eyes on the place yet, not 
physically, 


which required a certain level of trust, | suppose, but | didn"t 
look at my actions as reckless. Not even close. If | couldn't 
trust my agent, who could | trust? Nearly twenty acres with 
national forest on two sides, she'd told me, and set off the 
road a good twelve hundred feet; enough for me to have the 
privacy | wanted. 

That"s how | liked living. 

Private. 

Well, | planned to learn to like it. Not that I"d lived much 

of my adult life that way—hidden away from the rest of the 
planet like some holed up codger—unless | count the year 
before last when for eight months | did next to nothing, 
including work or venturing out of the house without an 


emergency. | didn"t write one goddamned word, either. But 


with nothing up here to distract me except maybe the local 
wildlife, I"d be back in the saddle in no time.... 

At least, that was the plan. 

How long I'd make it secluded in the Rockies after 


having conditioned myself to the breakneck speed of city 
life 


for the last two decades, | wasn't sure. Things change, most 
times when we least expect them, and | was no longer naive 
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enough to believe otherwise. Problem was, | was no longer 
naive enough to accept changes without question, either. 
City living did that to a person, made one hard, 

apathetic, skeptical.... Shit. Chicago hadn"t made me that 
way. | knew that, in the last year and a half, with my 
excuses why | couldn't finish my manuscript, or why | 


rejected another speaking invitation to whichever 
conference, 


God only knew where. All opportunities to schmooze 
effectively skirted ensured | never got close enough to let 


someone in... or even... no. My attention drifted to the 


perfect curve in the flight attendant"s slacks as he bent 
nearer the young woman seated two rows ahead of me. 
Thanks to a certain someone, I"d damned near convinced 
myself men weren"t worth it. Damned near, | say, because 
certain parts of me refused to fall in line. 

Through the tiny oval window, | took in the scattering of 
lights popping through the cloud-blanketed darkness as we 
neared Colorado Springs. No mountain or wooded terrain 
had ever challenged me... this solitude might. I"d made up 
my mind, though. | needed this change more than | needed 
my next forty years—if | lasted that long. 

Two hours later than scheduled, | landed at Colorado 
Springs Municipal. No problem. My literary agent had 


assured me she'd taken care of the move—satellite 
Internet, 


no TV, utilities, and a phone—all in her name. With no 
worries—not at three in the morning anyway—my pack over 
my shoulder, | stepped off the plane and followed the signs, 
taking a left for parking. 


A security guard must"ve noticed my lost look. “Can | 


help ya, sir?” 

Rite of Passage | Bry/ R. Tyne 

5 

“Need to get my pickup truck.” 

“If they have your keys, they should have your vehicle at 
the curb,” he said. 

“My flight's late.” 

He nodded. “Well, you might want to check with the 

valet.” He pointed in the direction | had originally been 
headed. 

A young lady behind the valet counter was paying more 
attention to her coworker than to me. “Whadaya need 
tonight, sir?” she asked, attempting professionalism, though 
it was obvious from her jerky movements and looks at her 
coworker she fended off a set of wandering hands obscured 
behind the counter. 

With a pointed look at her coworker, | dug out my 

billfold, rifled through, found the parking ticket Carol had 
mailed me, and handed it to the clerk. “Need to get my 


pickup truck. Thanks.” 


After scanning my ticket, she disappeared somewhere in 
the back. 

One look from me, and her coworker and | came to an 
understanding. He stood and hustled away. Returning, the 
clerk smiled, passed me my truck keys, and slid a clipboard 
my way, needing my signature. 

Shit. 

Three seconds passed before | picked up the pen and 


scribbled Caro/ Lamb in the space next to my literary 
agent"s 


printed name. Not that I didn't give a thought to being 


dishonest, | did—probably too much. I"d been told more 
than 
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once | was honest to a fault. But I"d made it this far; my 


name on any document this close to my new home would 
be 


stupid. Disastrous. Whether | liked it or not, sometimes | 


had to make decisions that left me hollow inside. As if 
feeling 


any more empty were possible, | chuckled to myself, 
thankful the clerk was preoccupied. 

Carol would've told me, “Weigh the costs, John.” 

Yeah. And everything came with a price; something I"d 
learned the hard way, too. 

She handed me my keys and the verified ticket. “You"re 
in M row. There's a shuttle runs every ten minutes if you 
want to wait inside those doors.” 

Before | reached the exit, I"d decided I"d walk the few 
blocks. A little fresh air never hurt. 

As | stepped outside, | inhaled deeply, enjoying the rush 
the night air brought, the smell of the mountains and the 
imminent cold; | fought back a shiver. Maybe Carol was 
right, and this was the best thing l"d ever done for me. | set 
off, trying to convince myself I"d made the right decision. 
Found my truck. How hard was it to spot a teal-blue, 
custom, "52 Chevy pickup? | took an initial pass on the 
passenger side, inspected the back, and, with another 
Shiver, slipped my key into the driver side door. Whoever 


Carol had hired to drop it off here had done a good job; no 


dents... but I"d check for scratches in the morning. 
The climb up Highway 24 made me realize how much I"d 
missed the mountains. With nothing but sheer rock and 


scattered pines lining the road, | rolled down my window; 
the 


idea lasted all of ten seconds. I"d forgotten how quickly the 
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air cooled with the rise in elevation, even in late August, 
when the rest of the country rode out the heat wave of the 
century. A three-thousand-foot-plus rise in less than twenty 
miles tested my truck"s mettle too. | downshifted again. 
“Come on, baby. Another few minutes and we'll be home.” 
The only stoplight in Divide designated where Highways 


24 and 67, and a couple of lesser roads, went separate 
ways. 


| took a sharp right north, then just after a cemetery, veered 
left onto County Road 51—a well-maintained gravel road— 
and slowed until the rapid-fire pings on my undercarriage 
resounded a little louder, but with less frequency, than the 


end cycle on a bag of microwave popcorn. 


Fifteen minutes and countless stands of aspen and 


evergreens later, | hit dirt. Seriously. The gravel turned into 
a 


two-lane, dirt road. | was beginning to see a pattern here 
and 


imagined what the drive to my new home might be—two 
muddy ruts...? A well-worn footpath? With no streetlights, 
not even a telephone pole in sight, | continued onward, a 
constant eye between the odometer and the right hand side 
of the road, watching for my driveway. “Just nine-tenths of a 
mile, baby.” 

When Carol had informed me there were no signs of life 

up here, | don"t think I"d pictured someplace quite this 
desolate. | mean, | relished the idea of living alone... but 
being lonely was an entirely different argument. 

“Shit.” | slammed on the brakes, slid to a stop. 

A path barely wide enough to take my pickup down 

called to me on my right. | checked the odometer again— 


maybe Carol had been off a bit. Wouldn"t have surprised 
me; 


a couple tenths of a mile was nothing, not really. 
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Just as | turned the nose of my truck into that drive, | 

caught sight of a flashlight illuminating the woods a good 
thirty yards to my left. Whoever carried it waved his arms as 
if trying to get my attention. | backed up and was 
straightening the wheel when Carol, dressed in winter boots 
and a heavy housecoat, came into focus in my headlight 
beams. 

She crossed her arms in front of her face as she made 

her way closer. | shifted into first and inched along the main 
road. 

“In here,” she hollered, pointing with both arms. 

| turned into the next path on my right, not much wider 
than the last one, stopped, and rolled down my window. 
“Damn. It"s cold out there, Carol. Get in before you freeze to 
death.” 

Without a word and holding her housecoat together, she 


high-stepped through God knows what to get to the other 


side of my truck. | popped open the door, and she hurried 
up 


onto the seat. “Thanks. | wasn"t sure where the hell you 
thought you were going.” 

| chuckled, turning to her as we idled up the drive. “Saw 
that turnoff back there, thought maybe the directions were 
off—” 

“My directions are never off.” 

With pink curlers holding her hair high and tight and 

away from her face, the scowl etched across her forehead 


was visible in the ricocheted glow of her flashlight. | 
would"ve 


laughed had she not sounded so upset... or looked so Dr. 
Who-ishly eerie. 
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“I didn"t mean—” 

“You know | can"t stand when you question my 
judgment, John.” 

| knew that. Shouldn"t have said anything. If she 


pressed the issue, |"d blame it on the hour. Four in the 


morning wasn't prime conversation time for... well, unless 
you were a couple.... No. | wasn"t going there. Hadn"t gone 
there since 1986 and Debbie Hinz, year before graduation, 
and | had no intention or inclination to go there ever again. 
“You haven't steered me wrong yet, Carol. I"m tired is 

all.” 

“I know I haven't,” she said, jerking the front of her 
housecoat closed. 

A rather illuminated, two-story house came into view as 

we made a Sharp curve to the left. All | could do was whistle. 


“IIl never be able to pay you back for taking care of all 
this.” 


“Nothing to repay, John.” Carol drew my attention as | 
parked my pickup truck. “But don"t finish that manuscript 


for me by December, and you"! wish to God you never 
knew 


me.” 

WARMTH filled with all-mountain goodness rushed from the 
entryway as Carol pushed open the door. | smiled, taking it 
in as | stepped inside. Something as familiar as the smell of 


wood smoke seemed goofy to revel in, but | hadn't had a 


genuine fireplace since.... Damn. Had it really been over 


twenty years since I"d been home? Though my official 
author 
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bio stated | was from Chicago, I"d grown up in Custer, South 
Dakota, smack in the heart of the Black Hills. 

Seemed not that long ago | was twenty, waltzing in Mom 
and Dad's front door during winter break, bragging about 


how | was going to be someone special one day. My 
nostalgia 


tapered away as quickly as it had arrived, though, as | 


wondered where the time had gone. | shut the door, 
punched 


the code into the keypad on the wall, arming the security 
system. Across the way and over a menagerie of poorly 
stacked boxes, | noticed the intensity of flames in my 
fireplace—a fireplace I"d seen prior to tonight only in e- 
mailed pictures. 


She really shouldn"t have. Chopping and hauling the 


wood for that fire must"ve been no small feat for a woman 
of 


fifty-two. “Nice fire, but you didn"t have to go to so much—” 
“You don"t really think I"m that devoted, do you?” Carol 
crossed the room as she spoke and disappeared through a 
doorway that looked, from where | stood, like the kitchen. “l 
see you got that code down pat already.” 

Damn right | had. I"d put that code to memory as soon 


as she'd spat those five numbers over the phone. From the 


entry, | stepped onto the carpeted floor but retreated back 
to 


the tile faster than a scolded dog. Last thing | wanted was 
one of Carol"s infamous “looks” tonight. | toed off my boots. 
Sock-footed, | entered my home, traipsed across my 
carpet, stretching as | glanced around at the bare walls. At 
least they were my bare walls—if everything worked out in 
the end—that"s what mattered, | supposed. 

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” 
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| followed Carol"s voice and ended up in the kitchen. 


“Sure. Who helped you with the fire, then?” | took the mug 


handed me and rested against the counter, met and held 
her 


gaze. 
If this were a scene unfolding in one of my books, I"d 


say, her eyes never leaving mine, the woman appeared 
almost 


hesitant to speak, as she sipped her steaming cup of coffee. 
| 


noted her reluctance to answer and decided to reiterate my 
point. “Going by your show of attitude back there, | assume 
you had help with the fire.” 

“I"m tired, John.” She set her cup on the counter, glided 

to the fridge, and pulled open the door. “Milk?” 

“I"m good.” 

Carol turned to me, a quart of milk in her hand and a 


smile on her face. Too bad | knew the real her—obviously 
too 


well—but I also knew no matter how | pressed, she wouldn"t 
divulge information freely. Especially info she didn't feel 


would benefit me. | must"ve shaken my head at the 
thought, 


for she asked, “What?” 

“We're both tired,” | told her. 

Now was not the time to argue, not this early in the 
morning and not with both of us having little to no sleep. 
Hell, I"d barely got here, no telling how busy she"d been 
lately—dealing with my affairs, of all things. | had plenty of 


time to settle in, get to know the place, the town—the 
people, 


not so much. According to Carol"s figures, | had the rest of 
my God-given days. It"d take me that long to pay her off. 

| swirled my mug this way and that, watching the black 
mini-typhoon unfold in my hands. Judging from the tighter 
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than normal knot in the center of my chest, | definitely could 
use sleep. 

“You"ll be all right, John.” 

| studied Carol"s face, the motherly concern I so often 
found there.... 


One of her perfectly plucked brows arched high as she 


sipped her coffee. “John,” she said, lowering her cup. “After 
all these years....” She poured her cup"s remains down the 


sink and rinsed it away before turning to face me once 
again. 


“You still don"t trust me.” 
What could | say? Sure as hell wasn"t a question she 
posed in that familiar, more-often-than-not brash tone. | 


looked at the microwave above the range—the one 
necessity | 


could not do without when | got hungry—then back to Carol. 
Of the few people | could trust in my life, after ten years, 
Carol's loyalty shouldn"t even be a question —the question, 
really . 

“You're wrong,” | said, and at once, thought about my 
choice of words as | held her hardened stare with a look | 
prayed she understood. By God, if she expected me to trust, 
then | expected her not to question my every action and 
reaction. 

Her eyes grew wide for a fraction of a second before she 
slid her expressionless mask back into place. Had that not 


been a hint of uncertainty | noticed? Just as | started to 


question my own perception, she intervened. 
“Something | didn"t expect, not here in Divide, 


anyway.... You happen to have a very neighborly neighbor 


"m 
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Jaw suddenly tight but my grip tighter, | slammed my 

mug on the counter and then realized I"d reacted without 
thinking. Get out, away... alone—anywhere but here. | didn't 
Care. 

“I ran all the checks. Don"t— John, calm down. You 

know what your doctor said about your anger getting—” 
My other hand followed my cup to the counter as my 

mind raced through the first twenty numbers on its way to 
one hundred. “This is as calm as it gets, considering what 
you just told me.” 

“He's helped me out a great deal these past few months. 
When he noticed | was here all alone, he—” 

“He? Whoever this ,,he" is didn"t just help you with that 


fire tonight, did he?” She opened her mouth to explain, 


maybe offer a name, but | held up my hand. “Don't tell me. 
It"s better if | don"t know.” 

| knew more than | wanted to already; some stranger 

knew my house better than | did. For chrissake, what in the 
hell was she thinking? I"d moved here for the single purpose 
of disappearing from the radar. Of course, | wasn"t ignorant 
enough to believe | could stay hidden away forever, but 
damn it all to hell, I"d been here what—a whole hour and a 
half? 

“Where's my room?” | asked, with my back still to Carol 

as | paused on my way out of the kitchen. 

“Left at the top of the stairs, last room on the right.” 
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| REACHED my room and lowered my bag, wondering why 
my one carryon weighed heavier than | remembered. Not 
until | unpacked did | discover the culprit in the very bottom, 
tucked neatly beneath a pair of holey socks. | sat—no, | 


plopped down on the edge of my bed with the small, ornate- 


framed picture in hand. Why my old baggage had decided 
to 


hitch a ride on the road to my new life—the new me—I 
didn"t 


know. 

| didn't like it. 

“Why?” | asked, as | traced the shadowed jaw of the man 
leaning on me in the picture. Everyone always commented 
on the contrast between us. | used to tease him about his 
round glasses and blond hair making him look like one of 
those Old West bankers in my books. He used to jibe back 
about my Sioux grandmother. 

We'd had a good life. | loved him; | did. For twelve years, 

he was my reason for.... For a second, | stopped to 
recompose. Admittedly, I"d lived for Mark. And he"d assured 
me we'd be together forever.... 

Boy, was that ever a crock of shit. | chucked the picture 
toward the pillows as | got to my feet. “Never again. Never.” 
With one final glance behind me, | headed for the shower. 
It"d been six months since I"d last seen him—in court, 


on the stand, making an ass of himself with one convoluted 


story after another—and over two years since he'd walked 
out, taking everything of mine with him. On cue, my chest 
tightened, as it did every time memories of Mark surfaced. | 
turned up the heat and relished the pain pelting my back as 
| ran through the breathing exercises my doctor had 
suggested. 
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Personally, | thought he was full of shit, but | kept 


following his advice. Maybe it was just taking me longer 
than 


other men to shake this—whatever this was. One month, it 
was anger, four months later, depression... and three 
months later, back to anger. | wished my doctor would 
prescribe me a pill and be done with it. 

How much longer would | let my existence be dictated 

by a man | wished—no—|I prayed to God—to eradicate all 
memory of? 

It"d take me forever to recoup what Mark had skimmed 


from my accounts... handling the taxes, my ass. After the 


IRS got through, and me maxing out my credit cards to stay 
afloat, | turned to Carol. Not willingly, mind you. Took quite 
a bit of prodding on her part, but she convinced me of how 
much she already had invested, and | broke down, told her 
everything.... 

At least the bastard had left me the kitchen sink; for 


that, | should be grateful. No telling what I"d have done had 
| 


not been able to make my morning coffee. 

| made a note to tell my doctor about my positive 
thinking as | cranked off the shower and threw back the 
curtain. 

Towel at my hips, | emerged from the bathroom before 
realizing I"d gone through the routine of shaving and 
brushing my teeth. That seemed to be happening more 
often—switching into autopilot mode, somehow. Guess my 
body was determined to function, regardless of where my 
mind drifted. 
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And my mind drifted a lot lately. Not a good habit, 


according to Carol. Then again, she had her agenda. 
Nothing 


made it more difficult to write than losing focus. | turned 
back the bed, turned out the light, and crawled between the 
sheets. 

In the dark, | listened to my breathing, heard myself 

sigh. My doctor and Carol were both wrong. | rolled over and 
turned the picture face-out, propping the only piece of Mark 
| had left against the pillow next to mine. | wasn"t needy or 
desperate, and | sure as hell wasn"t obsessed. In truth, | 
didn"t want to forget the bastard'"s face. On the off chance | 
should come across him in the future—the long-term future, 


since he wouldn't be out of prison for embezzlement 
anytime 


in the next seven years—I wanted to make sure | recognized 


him, for if we should meet again, | was prepared to take 
back 


the one thing still rightfully mine. 
Along with my life, my means, and my dignity, the prick 


had stolen my heart; as a result, | promised never to let 


myself be vulnerable again.... 
And for that, | hated him. 
FOUR hours of sleep was plenty. Wasn"t the day"s fault my 


flight had been delayed or that I"d chosen to have coffee 
with 


Carol in the middle of the night; not to mention, I"d screwed 
up my entire schedule by showering before | went to bed. 
Why had | done it? | didn"t have an answer. Hell, for all | 
knew, my body had decided it was time to get clean and 
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instructed my feet to lead me into the shower at four thirty 
a.m. 

Right now, | was too tired to put further thought than | 
already had into last night. | threw off the covers and 
scrambled for my jeans and a clean shirt. A little cold water 
in the face, socks for my feet, boots—I stood there for a 
minute before remembering l"d left my boots by the front 
door.... I"d left my hat slung over one corner of the back of a 


kitchen chair too. 


Tucking my shirt inside my jeans, | followed an 
unbelievable aroma down the stairs and into the kitchen. In 
the center of the table was a pan of cinnamon rolls. 

Fuck! | pulled my hand away from the hot pan—make 

that fresh-from-the-oven cinnamon rolls. After opening three 
wrong drawers, | found where Carol had unpacked my 
silverware and grabbed a butter knife to dig one out and 
onto a napkin before licking my fingers clean and claiming 
my hat. 

“Oh, morning, John.” Carol set a pot of coffee on the 

table alongside the rolls. “Have a seat.” 

“No time.” Damn. Never knew Carol to bake, but these 
rolls were delicious. | pointed to the coffee. “Got something 
with a lid?” 

“| suppose. Where are you off to so early?” 

“It"s not... slept in, actually.” My eyes watered as | 


swallowed the steamy, cinnamony center nearly whole. | 
had 


somewhere to be by ten, and I"d be damned if | missed this 


appointment. Hadn"t planned on talking about it. “Got a 


research opportunity to check into.” 
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Carol smiled as she returned and handed me a lidded 

travel mug. “Well, I"ve got to catch an early afternoon flight, 
so if | don"t see you before | go—” 

“You're leaving already?” My words registered as coffee 
sloshed over the side of my mug. | topped it off, screwed on 


the lid. Of course she was leaving. My God, she"d been 
flying 


out here, back and forth from Chicago, for months—all on 
account of me. She wanted to get back home and back to 
work, more important work than babysitting a forty-one- 
year-old man and his affairs. My smile was forced, at best, 
and | hurried to dig another roll out of the pan to take with 
me. 

“John.” 

Carol no sooner rounded the end of the table than she 
wrapped her arms around my middle and squeezed. | 


fumbled the knife back to the pan and returned her hug the 


best | could with sticky fingers. 

“You"ll be okay, you know,” she said. 

Of course | would, though I"d always hoped for 

something better than just “okay” at this age. “Sorry l-l 
should"ve got up earlier to....” 

She backed away with a smile. “You like those 

cinnamon rolls, do you?” 

With a second roll shoved halfway inside my mouth, | 
nodded. 

“Go ahead, take some with,” she said. 

After digging out two more, | washed my hands and 
grabbed a couple extra napkins for the road. “Thanks. And | 
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mean that for everything, Carol. Not sure | could"ve made it 
without you, and—well, you know, you"re always there, 
pulling my ass out of the fire....” At her hesitation, | paused, 


snagged my travel mug off the table. “You"ll call, let me 
know 


you made it home okay?” 


Her smile broadened. “You know | will, and you call me 

if you need anything—and | mean anything.” 

| headed for the door before our goodbye got any more 
awkward than it already had. 

“December, John!” she hollered from the kitchen. 

| finished slipping into my boots. “You"ll have it before 
December,” | hollered back. But | lied—every word bullshit— 
and | knew it, as | balanced my napkin-wrapped rolls atop 
my mug, stepped outside, and pulled the door shut behind 
me. 

How I"d pull this off, | hadn"t a clue. The woman had 


enough faith in my writing and in me to finance a new life 
for 


my sorry ass. Something had to give and give soon. 
Betraying Carol's trust would be the second worst mistake | 
ever made in my life. 

For a brief moment, | panicked when | noticed my 

pickup unlocked. It"d been years since I"d left a vehicle 
unlocked, even in my own driveway. Not having to worry 


about that was something I"d have to get used to all over 


again. 

Once more, balancing the remainder of my breakfast, | 
opened my door, set my rolls on the dash and my coffee on 
the seat. Daylight meant enough light to check my pickup, 
as | would've liked to have done last night. 
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No dings, no scratches... could use a good bath, though. 
The crisp air penetrated my sleeves. | rubbed my arms. 
Maybe I should"ve thrown on a jacket. When | got back, I"d 
pull on a sweater and walk around the place. From where | 


stood, the house looked huge, with little yard to maintain 
out 


front here... lots of pine needles. Across the small patch of 
browning grass, a chipmunk raced over the ground, 
scattering needles as he burrowed under a pile of brush. | 
smiled. This place could grow on me. 
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Chapter Two 


ALONG the ten-minute drive, | noted a ratio of a thousand 
times the Aspen trees to vehicles. Seemed like a healthy 
balance—for a hermit. 

| stepped onto the gravel parking area, adjusted my hat, 
and locked my truck. 

Taking in another lungful of sweet-smelling air, | paused 


at the edge of the walk to read the information posted 
under 


glass. Colorado Wolf and Wildlife Center. Now, if | could 
muster up the right reason for inquiring about becoming a 
volunteer. | wasn"t sure how they'd take to me if they found 
out | wanted to get inside under the guise of caring and 
helping with the wildlife simply for research for a future 
book. 

Hands in my pockets, | hung my head. Further stalling 
wouldn"t change the truth that, unlike my ancestors, | had 
no interest in wolves; | started for the center's doors. 

The electronic ding echoed as | stepped inside. A couple 
huddled in front of a short display near the far wall. 


“How are you today, sir?” 


| followed the voice to an overly zealous smile on the 

face of a young man behind the counter to my right. 

“Fine,” | told him. 
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Okay. Neither his interest nor his smile seemed to want 

to fade into the background. Worst-case scenario: he 
recognized John Ashley Price, the novelist. “Beautiful 
morning, no?” | continued, the subject neutral, hoping that if 
he did recognize me, he"d have the decency to respect my 
need for privacy. 

“Morning,” he said, extending his hand over the counter 
and at me. 

| accepted the greeting, questioning how odd it seemed 

for a clerk to offer to shake hands. Surely, this man wasn't 
Mr. Smith, the manager, the man I'd set the appointment up 
with. No way. Way too young. 

“I"m here to see your boss about volunteering.” 

From the way he stared, | thought maybe he'd choked. 


“That"s a new one,” he said. 


What’d I say? If this were a scene from one of my 
Stories, I"d write that the young man"s natural ruggedness 


far outweighed any sourness on his face, but it was 
apparent 


something had discomforted him. Half my brain 
concentrated on fiddling with a postcard in the rack beside 
the counter while | waited for him to breathe, maybe regain 
his bearings. The other half of me took its time assessing 
him. 

His bottom lip held a natural pout, a sexy as hell pout, 
even when he smiled. And he was smiling. Too bad | wasn"t 


in the market. He couldn"t be a day over twenty-eight; I"d 
bet 


the farm on it—well, if the farm belonged to me. I"d consider 
myself lucky if | was still around to see that happen. 
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Through my haze, I noticed him staring, and I looked 

away, back to another postcard. Apparently, he was in the 
market. | caught that much in his eyes. 


Not good. 


Not that I"d admit to noticing his intentions, simply 

because something primal and deep whispered, reminding 
me how much | liked the attention. How much | missed it. 
“Come on. Follow me,” he said, breaking the silence, 

locking the register. 

| slipped the postcard of a Rocky Mountain sunset back 

into the rack and stumbled into formation behind the man 
as he rounded the end of the counter. The fit of his jeans— 
I"d say that"s what did me in, but in truth, | think the way he 
carried himself is what made me snap out of my trance. He 
had a confidence | envied... something I"d lost along my 
journey to now. 

“We don"t need too much help this time of year.” He 
pushed open a door that led to a cement slab outside. “But 
the help we need is crucial to the animals. See that old shed 
past that tree line?” 

He pointed to a long, open-sided barn peeking out from 
behind a stand of pines. | nodded. 

“I need it stocked with hay by the end of next week. 


Winter"ll be here before we know it.” 


“Will | get to interact with the wolves at all?” 

Just below the brim of his hat, his brows knitted 

together. “Do you wanna help out here or not?” he asked. 
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“Yes. Yes, | do.” Once again, | followed when he stepped 
past me and led the way to the old barn. And once again, | 


felt myself succumbing to that undeniable lure—the one 
that 


begged me to check him out, as | followed not three paces 
behind. 

We arrived at our destination. | was thankful when he 
began to explain the details, anything to draw my attention, 
my focus, away from him and his youthfulness and his—he 
really did act much older than a young buck in his mid- 
twenties. But I"d come here to research wolves and their 
habitat, not to answer any other call of the wild. | adjusted 
my hat as | watched his mouth move, heard barely a sound, 
but noted the twitch of each muscle, every crack his smile 


revealed in the chapped skin of his lips, and the way he held 


his vowels open and long— 
As he spoke, my focus drifted to where he pointed, to 


the clasped shed door. “Right here"s where we keep the 
tools, 


some extra gloves if you need them.” 

Damn it. Pull your head out of your ass, John. What’s the 
matter with you? | was acting as if I"d never been in the 
presence of a young, willing man before—and yeah, if the 


man"s prolonged eye contact each time he met my stare 
was 


any indication, he was definitely willing. The only questions 
left to resolve were where and when. | didn't want to appear 
desperate. 

He continued filling me in on what the hay would be 


used for and the importance of keeping it stocked, and... 
and 


| forced myself to pay closer attention. Why had | moved up 
here in the first place? To write... to be alone. 
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“When will | meet Mr. Smith?” | asked, at last, stopping 


the man"s obviously rehearsed speech mid-sentence. 

“You got a problem with authority, Mr. Lamb, is it?” 

Not too many people moved to Divide unless they did. 
Maybe he hadn'"t figured that out yet. Come to think of it, | 
hadn"t given him my name—assumed or otherwise. “ You’re 
Mr. Smith? Pat Smith?” 

From the way he held his jaw, | could tell he worked to 
contain a full-blown smile. 

“So, we'll see you bright and early tomorrow morning, 
then, say seven o'clock?” he asked, all business. 

After my next numb nod, he started back for the 
information center. | grabbed his arm. “Listen. l-I didn"t 
mean—I"m not one to assume—” 

His look, the one he fixed sternly first on the fingers 
circling his arm and next on my face, told me he thought | 
was full of shit. “Maybe you should,” he said, before pulling 
out of my hold. 

No matter how determined | was to pull off as strong a 
poker face as he held, | felt the incredulity creep across my 


expression. 


“Gotcha.” He added a friendly wink. “Lighten up. Takes 

a sense of humor if you plan on making it up here in the 
mountains.” 

My only thought as | watched him walk away was how 
moving to Divide might prove more trouble than it was 
worth. 
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AFTER the incident with Pat, which | recorded mentally for 
later use in one of my books, I"d followed him on the official 
prospective volunteer tour. He did most of the speaking, and 
of course, | listened without reply. Caught sight of a couple 
foxes; one wolf happened to be near the twelve-foot high 


chain link as we passed the enclosure. Though, from smell 
to 


sound, the animal used many senses to take us in, | didn"t 
think I"d ever forget those yellow eyes, the way they flitted 
from one direction to the other, scanning, constantly 
scanning, as if discerning our intent with each step and 


every breath we took. 


Pat —Mr. Smith— had told me “bye” and “see you later” as 
we parted. | guess I"d passed his criteria for volunteering, 
whatever it was. He never elaborated. | wasn"t about to ask. 
Other than thinking | was the biggest doofus on the 

planet, my short return to my truck and the drive home had 
been uneventful. Took my time scoping out the town, maybe 
ten minutes at a slow crawl. I"d stopped briefly at a mini- 
market for a dozen eggs. Something that didn"t take great 
pains to make and, served up with some bacon and a couple 
slices of toast, was sure to satisfy my stomach before | 
settled in front of the computer to write. 

First things first, though, | wanted to check out my 
yard—what little wasn"t wooded—look around, see what 
work needed doing on the place. Carol had informed me of a 
couple torn window screens in the back. 
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After refrigerating the eggs, | checked out the guest 
bathroom downstairs, tugged a sweater over my head, and 


plucked my hat off the rack beside the door before heading 


outside. | stepped off the porch, passed the chipmunk"s 
brush pile, and rounded the far side of the house. Trees, 
mostly pines emigrated from Pike National Forest bordered 
that side, and as | made the back corner, | noticed they 
wrapped around most of the backyard, too. 

Pinecones crunched under my boots as | appraised the 
paint job on the upper half of the house. Not bad, most of 
the outside was covered in shale. Anything not rock was 
painted. | wasn"t happy with the yellow. Hated the color 
since my sister and her newborn had come to Chicago a few 


years back, and I|"d ended up associating any and 
everything 


yellow with the color of baby shit. Being a writer, once a 
visual took hold, there was usually no letting it go. 

| made my way over the uneven ground, purposely 
crunching pinecones as | examined one kitchen, and then 
the laundry room window. Something about the sound the 
dried, woody scales relinquished, as they bore the pressure 
of my sole until cracking and crumbling, was addictive. After 


determining what was needed to fix two shoddy screens, | 


found myself staring off into the woods for what seemed like 
the longest time. 

Peaceful. Tree after tree, woods layered in various stages 

of growth, and so thick, | wondered how difficult it might be 
to navigate them.... Maybe I"d traipse into their midst and 
get lost. Authorities would find me days later, vultures 
circling my body, broken by a nasty spill over the edge of 
some narrow gorge. 

Rite of Passage | Bry/ R. Tyne 

28 

As | stood there, planning on how | might incorporate 

that last abstraction into my novel later that afternoon, a 
sound from the unexplored side of my new home disrupted 
my thoughts—the distinct sound of a vehicle door being 
slammed shut. So much for solitude. A vehicle parked close 
to my property if not on it, which meant a someone who had 
parked it within the same proximity. My pulse kicked up a 
notch. 

This was my property. No one was allowed here without 


my permission. Even as the pines thinned the closer | got to 


the other side of the house, | forced myself onward. Enough 
to offer me a glimpse of the harbinger of my misfortune—a 
2010 Cadillac SRX—carrying the one thing I"d sworn off— 
men. Well, there was one man opening the back of the ritzy 
SUV, and from what | could see, he looked as fine as apple 
butter on wheat. Even from an easy hundred yards. 

After watching him haul two armloads of groceries out 

of his truck and disappear, only to reappear empty handed, | 
figured this guy must be the neighborly neighbor Carol had 
warned me about. Despite telling myself to forget him, to 
pick my mind out of the gutter and carry my sorry ass 
inside, | ended up keeping to what little shadow was 
available as | continued to spy on the neighbor—a peeping 
tom, failing miserably under a noonday sun. 

It only dawned on me that I"d failed, too, when he closed 
the back of his SUV and turned my way. 

At once, my heart was in my throat; | couldn"t breathe. 

He threw one hand high in the air, and | turned away, 
minding my own business, returning only a quick wave. 


Heart pounding, in stealth hustle mode, | made my way 
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around the front of my house without so much as a look 
back, and burst through the door, slamming it behind me. 
“Damned hornets.” 

None of my four walls replied, neither did the sofa, but | 
felt just as stupid as if they had. 

| leaned against the warm wood, desperate to slow the 
beat of my heart and the whirl of my thoughts. Breathless, | 
pulled out my cell phone and stared at the damned thing in 
my shaking hand, the pulse pounding rhythm in my head 
failing to subside. After what seemed like forever, | punched 
the quick-call key for Carol. 

“I"m at the airport. My flight boards in exactly thirty 
minutes. You have five. Miss me already, John?” 

| felt better simply hearing her voice. “I don"t think | can 

do this. It"s not too late to turn around and come back— 
maybe for a few days, until | settle in, is all.” 

If her breathing were any indication, her cheerfulness, 


put on for my benefit or not, had taken a sudden dip. “John. 


These things take time. We've been through this, over and 
over. Mark—” 

“It"s not about Mark. Come on, Carol, you of all 

people....” 

| could envision the exhaled plumes of cigarette smoke 
rolling from her nostrils as she spoke. “I was talking about 
living alone,” she said. “For God"s sake, John, you"ve been 
there less than twenty-four hours.” 

Truly alone. Less than one full day.... No one to talk to 

or to hear me but my four walls, unless | wanted to carry on 
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a one-sided conversation with a chipmunk. And no way was 
| approaching my too-friendly hunk of a neighbor.... Hell, 
technically, I"d been alone for exactly three hours and... 
twenty-three minutes. “But—” 

“No buts, John. None.” 

“I"ve never been all that good on my own—” 

| held the phone from my ear as she snapped into her 


mock-every-word-John-says-only-five-times-louder mode. As 


the decibel of her voice subsided, | brought the phone back 
to my ear. “Grow up. You are more than capable of handling 
this,” she continued over the sound of jet engines flexing 
their might. “How'd you make it in Chicago all these months 
| was gone housesitting for you, anyway?” 

“Carol, no one's ever really alone in Chicago.” 

“Whatever. That"s not true, goddamn it, and you know 

it.” 

Even her anger calmed me. | could tell my pulse had 
slowed—had to keep her talking, anything not to be alone. 
“You forgot your meds this morning again, didn"t you?” 
“T-I"m okay.” 

A shiver raced through me, accompanying her next 
command. “Take them or else. I"ve got to go so | don"t miss 
my flight.” 

Only after | heard the line go dead did | hit the “end” 

key. 
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AFTER recording the time of day and inciting circumstances, 


| tossed my journal on top of my bag and set my 
prescription 


Xanax on the bedside table. How ridiculous... calling Carol 
like that. | concentrated on breathing as | sat on the edge of 
my bed, allowing the meds to rein in my thoughts, ease my 


body"s reaction to things most people described as 
mundane. 


So my new neighbor happened to toss me a friendly 
gesture. 


So what? The more | thought about my reaction, the worse | 
felt. How in the hell did Carol put up with me? 

Writing. 

| knew the answer. 

She needed me to write. /needed me to write. 

In no time, | sat at the kitchen table, my laptop powered 
on, a Word document open, a million ideas racing through 
my mind.... 

Twenty minutes later, the document was still blank. 
“Fucking meds.” | poured myself a cup of coffee. 


Caffeine. The last thing | needed. I"d surpassed today"s 
quota 


with this morning"s to-go cup, but | wanted more, and 
therefore, | would have myself another cup, by God. 

| leaned on the counter, staring out into the backyard, 
sipping my coffee. After half the cup, | knew what to do. 
These conditions are not optimal for writing. That"s what 
Carol would say. The only way to get into my groove was to 
get into character, and the only way | was doing that was 
upstairs in the room Carol had furnished as an adequate 
writing nook. 
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More than adequate, really—tucked away in the corner 

of the upstairs, no larger than a walk-in closet, tongue and 
groove paneling stained dark, and with one small window— 
in other words, nothing to distract me. | stepped inside and 
set my laptop and coffee on the desk that faced the window, 
before heading for the pile of boxes in the corner. 

Chad’s a stubborn one. | pulled out the second 

cardboard box from the top and pried open the mutilated 


flaps. Definitely. | felt a smile come on as | lifted the belted 


holster and blew off the dust. Yeah. Chad"s constant 
companion—a Colt .45. 
After powering up my laptop, | set the holster on the 


desk and positioned my hat cockeyed over top of it, 
covering 


part of the gun—a still painting waiting to happen. 

Why you carry the gun, cowboy? Necessity? Show? 

Pride? 

All of the above, is it? 

You’re a tough one. |"d write that into his character. 

Yeah. Chad Hardy packed a pistol because he was the 

law in these parts. He wore a pistol on his left hip because 
he aimed to keep the peace. He died holding the Colt .45 he 
refused to relinquish. Sheriff Chad Hardy died because he 
was an insecure piece of shit. Four sentences typed... 
highlighted— 

Deleted. 

“| hate you, Chad Hardy.” | rubbed my eyes. After four 
fucking sentences, | was ready to give up. God help me. | 


stared into the depths of my cup, studied the cracks along 


the bottom... | needed more coffee. 
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Hadn"t finished filling the cup when I noted it was well 

into the afternoon and I"d yet to eat lunch. For a drawn out 


minute, | stared at the fridge, willing the door to spring 
open, 


the carton of eggs, bacon, bread, and butter to file out 
miraculously in rank. Whatever. 

Fantasies always did get the better of me, and | liked to 
think entertaining them was writerly. But I"d noticed they 
happened with more frequency when | had to do something 


for myself. Not like in Chicago, before—when Mark loved 
me, 


when I had the means to hire help. Hell, less than three 
years ago, l"d simply head down to the corner café if | was 
hungry. 

| was hungry. 

In Divide, there was no “corner café.” At least, not one 
within walking distance of my place. 


My cell rang as I pulled out the carton of eggs and set 


them on the counter. 

“Carol.” 

“Hello, John.” 

“About earlier—” 

“Forget about it. Just got wind of some great news. You 
listening?” 

| envisioned Carol"s picture beside the word 

magnanimous in the dictionary. | didn"t know how the 
woman pulled it off. Maybe | was like that once... forgiving. 
Maybe not. “I"m all ears,” | told her. 
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“Desperado is out in all the major chains, as of 

tomorrow noon. You should be receiving your author 
copies—” 

“But, Carol—” 

“No worries, John. Had the box addressed to me in 

Divide.” | waited, listening as she hailed a cab. “According to 
the tracking information, the box should be there in a week 


to ten days.” 


“Do | have to be home? You know, to sign for it?” 
Carol laughed. Again, | awaited her next reply. 

“John, there"s no postal delivery where you"re at.” 
“General delivery? At that shoebox of a post office just 
up the hill from the traffic light?” 

Carol"s chuckle at my shock held the answer. 

“You didn"t tell me you were moving me back to the 
stone age, Boss lady.” 

“Oh, John. Glad to hear you"re writing again.” 

My palms itched and then sweated, and | felt a 
headache sweeping in. | wiped one hand on the front of my 


jeans before switching hands to keep the phone to my ear 
as 


| wiped off the other. Same reaction whenever she pulled 
this 


crap. “How do you do that?” There. After all these years of 
her mindreading, | finally worked up the balls to ask. 
“You're always funnier when you write, John. Either you 
grew a sense of humor since this morning, or you"re writing 
again. Simple as that.” 
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Oh. Well, guess it paid to ask. | could now safely scratch 
“witch” off my list of possibilities, and | told her as much. 
She was still laughing when she disconnected the call. 

| used to be a lot funnier.... John Ashley Price hadn"t 


stayed on top of every Western best-seller list all those 
years 


by fiat. The eggs plunked into the hot grease with a sizzle, 
and my mind went straight to a breakfast-with-Pee Wee 
Herman moment, two large yolks for eyes... a strip of bacon 
for a mouth. Not funny. 

Lately, nothing struck me as particularly funny. 

Not anymore. 

BELLY full, | carried in enough wood to start a good fire, ran 
myself an extra-large glass of water, added a few ice cubes, 
and headed back upstairs to write. 

Well, Sheriff Chad Hardy, where were we? | got 
comfortable, noticing the late afternoon sun out the room's 
single window. 


You like sunsets, Chad Hardy? 


He didn't, and he cemented the fact by whipping his 
horse around, effectively placing his back to a horizon of 
reds and golds. 

Not even in the end? | had to ask, | mean, most cowboys 
rode off into the sunset at the end of my books. 

No? Not even in the end. He didn't believe in sunsets. 

| couldn"t blame him... 
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...And closed my laptop, stood, stretched, wondering 

how in the hell Carol had gotten this desk up here. No 
doubt, my “neighborly neighbor” had a part to play in it. | 
lifted the front left corner and carried it forward and to my 
right until | could sit peacefully with the setting sun at my 
back. Less than a minute later, | was typing away. 

Words 

turned 

into 

sentences, 


sentences 


into 

paragraphs, and so forth until | had two pages of what | 
considered “good words.” | leaned back in my chair, feeling 
rather smug. Fingers laced across my chest, | caught 


movement in the mirror opposite the room's solitary 
window 


and felt the frown that | was sure creased my forehead as | 
honed in on the streak of movement in the reflection.... 

| was on my feet, before | could think to move, and 

looking out my window. 

Thunk! 

Tracking the only movement | could see through the 

trees, | watched the wood split—the axe stick—he lifted the 
entire getup, block of wood and all, and swung it over his 


shoulder, then back to the stump. Three even pieces 
toppled 


to the ground in different directions. 

Shirtless, the man kept a rhythm. Judging from the 

force and repetition of his swings, if | was closer, | was 
certain | would"ve noticed the sheen of sweat coating his 


Skin. Through a hundred-plus yards of thinly populated 


trees, | spied, mesmerized. 

Corded muscles drawn taut. The swing. The snap. The 
release. The quiver.... 
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Okay, okay. | could see his ripped form in my mind"s eye 
only, but | was no less content to lean on that sill and watch 
my neighbor from a distance. His intention was clear—at 
least, to me—grab the new guy's attention and keep it. | 
mean, who in his right mind chopped wood wearing only 
jeans and a cowboy hat in fifty-degree weather? 

Exactly. 

| broke my concentration to glance over my shoulder at 
my laptop, but in the next heartbeat, | was back at that 
window with my mind fathoms beneath any gutter. 
“Well, Sheriff Hardy, looks like you"ve met your match.” 
Sweat beaded at my temples, accumulated across the 
back of my neck. | adjusted the shrinking fly of my jeans, 


ran my tongue over dry lips; but sandpaper never 
moistened 


anything. With only one thought in mind, | leaned harder on 
the sill —definitely been awhile since any man’s held my 
interest. 

Sadly, the last one | could recall by name was Mark. The 
excitement left my lungs in a single, solitary sigh; | even 


gained a bit of slack in the crotch of my jeans at the 
thought. 


How deflating. 

The more | dwelled, the tighter my chest got, and | 

turned away from the window. Wasn't bad, per se, that | 
thought of the man, but he"d affected my actions... and my 
reactions. Bastard had no right. 

| pulled myself together, reminded myself the fewer 
complications the better. “Looks like you win, after all, Chad 
Hardy.” Time to concentrate on the one man in my life who 
hadn"t given me a shovel full of shit. 
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| retook my chair, placed my fingers on the keyboard, 


and waited. Within seconds, | was once again typing away. 


Seemed all my character needed was some competition to 
spur him into action. 

Like most of my attempts to write lately, though, this 

one proved a lost cause, also. | hadn"t gotten a full page 
down when my mind drifted back to the scene outside my 
window. By the shadows cast on the far wall, the sun had all 
but disappeared, and the wood chopping had ceased a good 


while ago. | closed my laptop and hung my head, debating 


Jim Beam or Jack Daniel’s— which one was the quickest 
route out of misery? 
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Chapter Three 

SO WENT my first week and a half in Divide. Stacking hay at 
the center—arms, neck, and back aching—some research. | 
hadn"t gotten any closer to the wolves, and every day went 
home exhausted. Spent an hour or two with Chad Hardy 


each night, a few moments hoping for another show from 
the 


neighbor, and the remainder with Jim or Jack until oblivion 


took me. Last night had been my worst. 

With my headache, five bales might as well have been 

six hundred and fucking fifty today. | groaned, tossing 
another one into the barn as high as | could; I"d stack them 
better and higher, later. Right now, | was more concerned 
with unloading the flatbed because Pat wanted to haul in 
another load for me to finish before day"s end. 

Why'd I do it? 

A similar scene from one of my novels would read: he 
knew the consequences of his actions before he took them, 
and yet, nothing ever seemed to steer him from self- 
destruction, no matter how obvious. 

Though, nothing would deter me from finishing a job I"d 
started, either. Call it will or plain stubbornness; even 
though | wasn"t getting in to observe those wolves, | knew 
why | showed up to the center each morning and why | now 
busted my ass in spite of this hangover from hell. For some 
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dumb odd reason, | wanted to impress one Mr. Pat Smith. 


Why? 

| knew the answer, and | didn"t like it. Not one bit. What 
was this? Day ten of my sworn to solitude life, and already 
my dick was doing my thinking again, looking to hook up 
with someone—anyone. My stomach lurched as | released 
the next bale, and | grabbed for the side of the barn, and 
turned, one hand on my knee to steady myself as | 
upchucked. 

“Damn it.” 

| looked up to find a set of yellow eyes staring at me 
through the fence, and immediately started kicking dirt over 
my mess. “What are you looking at?” 

The owner of said eyes didn"t answer, just tilted his 


head to one side as he sniffed the air, his gaze never 
leaving 


mine. Jesus, he looked so majestic, legs stiff, shoulders 
back, his silvery white coat tousled with leaves and twigs 
from a night under the stars. How'd he pull it off, when I"d 
spend hours getting ready to show my mug in public and 


still find flaws? Well, | hadn"t done that today. No. 


Today, I"d rolled out of bed, clutching my head and, 


realizing I"d thrown my alarm clock against my bedroom 
wall 


and shattered it, had barely enough time to grab a cup of 
coffee before heading out the door. | had brushed my teeth, 
though, and | had wits enough about me to smack a swipe 
or two of Speed Stick under each arm. 

My solitary friend broke eye contact to turn his head 

and hold his nose high. 

“You don"t have to rub it in.” 
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“Rub what in?” 

At the accompanying chuckle, | spun, regretting my 
move—my sudden stop and the glare of the morning sun 
causing me to squint. Pain throbbed through my head as | 
shaded my eyes and focused in on Pat in all his morning 
marvel, standing up the hill on the other side of the barn. 
Silhouetted by the sun at his back, one hand on his hip and 


the other on his hat, he looked like a god—a cowboy god. 


“Oh. Hey.” | closed my eyes as | lowered my head, took 


two steps back to the flatbed, and grabbed a hold of 
another 


bale, wishing the invading thoughts away. 

| was here to work, and in the meantime, to gather 
knowledge on wolves for my next book. When | looked up, 
Pat stood near the other end of the flatbed. “If you'd like, | 
can stack while you toss "em, or you can. I"m pretty 
versatile.” 

Tell me he hadn"t just winked. | grabbed another bale, 


purposely looking away, hoping he hadn't noticed I'd 
caught 


his drift.... Oh yeah, the man was on the prowl. Definitely 
looking—that"s why | wasn"t, but | couldn"t keep up this 
charade. His hints had grown more obvious. l"d be lying if | 
said | hadn"t given the idea any thought. He"d been hanging 
around, offering a hand lately, also.... 

“You're staring.” 

lam? 

| was. 


But | hadn"t planned to. Damn him. “Just thinking,” | 


said, catching sight of the gray wolf"s accusing glare from 
the 


other side of the fence. Though | stood outside in the bright 
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sunshine, surrounded by woods on three sides, | felt the 
walls closing in, under the wolf's glare and with Pat at my 
back. 

What are you looking at? 

| could say | was surprised at the creature's furrowed 
brows, as if he replied, “What the fuck ever,” before turning 
and bolting into the woods. 

Behind me, Pat laughed. 

| didn"t know why, and | didn"t care to know. 

Thankfully, one or the other had chosen to leave. | was 
beginning to feel like lunch, sandwiched between the two. 
Literally. How I"d have handled the both of them vying for 
dominance, each trying to be the first to sink his teeth into 
me, | didn"t know. Surprisingly, | found myself wishing one 


Mr. Pat Smith would come out the victor. 


DESPITE my headache and queasy stomach, | unloaded and 
stacked two flatbeds of hay inside the barn before noon. My 
fur-bearing friend returned twice throughout the morning. 
To keep an eye on me or out of sheer curiosity, | wasn"t sure 
which, and | wouldn"t be sure which until | could get on the 
other side of that fence. Pat had helped me with a good 
portion of my work, but even he got bored, or so it seemed, 


and went into town to pick up some Iunch—even brought 
me 


something back. To say | was surprised would be an 
understatement. 

“You haven't touched your coleslaw.” He took a long 
drag of soda, looking at me as if he expected an answer. 
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“What? It tastes funny.” It did. I"d tried a bite earlier and 
almost gagged. 

“It"s coleslaw.” 

“You want it?” 


He shrugged and took the plastic container. “Ain't 


nothin" wrong with it.” 
“Tastes funny.” 
He pried the lid off and dropped it in the to-go sack he"d 


designated as trash. “Sure you don"t want it?” He pushed 
the 


foul-smelling cabbage concoction in my direction. 
| backed away. Only then did | realize how close we"d 


been sitting, and | scooted a bit farther toward my end of 
the 


bale. Any other time... well, any other time, since Mark, | 
wouldn"t have been able to be that near another man 
without suffering a full-blown panic attack. Not just any 
man, but men who | knew came looking for something, 
which with my reputation and name, happened all too often. 
| hadn't panicked since meeting Pat, though, and now, | 
tuned out long enough to run a quick check—nope. 

Didn"t feel as if King Kong had me in the gorilla hug 

from hell, no tightness in my throat. Considering the work 


I"d done, | wasn"t sweating any more than usual. All 
systems 


go, which surprised me, but at the same time, didn't. 


Something about Pat put me at ease, his way of saying 
things without saying them, maybe. | could tell what he 
wanted, but he didn"t have to wag his ass in my face to get 
my attention—and he hadn"t once tried to force the issue. 
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“You really should eat it, since it has sugar in it... or 


maybe that"s molasses. | don"t know, but Buckshots"s slaw 
IS 


the best in—” 

“Buckshots is probably the only restaurant to serve 
coleslaw in Divide. | know. | drove from one end of town to 
the other, looking. Took me a whole ten minutes, counting 
turning around, and waiting at the traffic light. Both times.” 
A chuckled escaped at his mother-henpecking. “And who in 
the hell puts sugar in coleslaw, anyway?” Even as | said the 
words, | still wondered how | felt so at ease with him. 
“Here.” He scooped up a sporkful of slaw and hesitated 

as if offering me one final chance at it. 


“Get over it. I"m not eatin" that crap.” 


“If you wouldn"t have drunk yourself into oblivion last 
night, | wouldn"t be so insistent.” 

Come again? 

| happened to be feeling much better than | had been 
earlier, So how in the fuck did he know of my intimate 
encounter with that fifth of Jim Beam the night before? By 
now, | was on my feet, gathering the remaining empty 
wrappers and containers. The calm that"d encompassed me 
since day one at the center had dissipated with his one 
awkward sentence. 

| was not comfortable, nor did | want any man getting 

this close, ever again—close enough to act as if he gave a 
rat's ass. Why'd he have to go and spoil the good thing we 
had going? 

Work. Concentrate on work. 
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But telling myself not to think about it did nothing to 


ease the pressure in my chest as my heart pounded out of 


control. “Any-chance-of-getting-inside-with-the-wolves- 
today?” 


My nerves obviously got the better of me, or | never 
would"ve made the request—again—not after the repeated 
rejections I"d received all week. Besides, the look on Pat"s 
face as he shot to his feet told me all | needed to know. So, 
why had he stood so abruptly, and why was he moving 
closer? 

| backed away. Hit the stack of hay at my back. 

Stopped. Still, he encroached... 

...until we stood nose to nose. 

“No,” he said. 

| swallowed. 

My pulse thrummed in my ears. 

Though my knees felt like they"d give out on me at any 
second, | bucked it up. “Why not?” 

Stupid, stupid nerves. 

“Because.” Pat"s lips loomed a hair's breadth from mine. 
“You're wearing deodorant.” 


O...kay, my only thought, as his gaze flicked to my 


mouth, and as if on command, | mirrored his move, tracking 
the motion of his tongue as he swept it across his lower lip. 
Strangely, | felt a sudden calm wash over me, though 
someone needed to tell that to my wildly pounding heart. 


Whatever power this man possessed over me, | wasn"t sure 
if 


| liked it or if | should be worried. 
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His warm breath mixed with mine the closer he inched. 


| had nowhere to run—realized | didn"t really want to. 
“Pates 


My whisper was swallowed by the most perfect and chaste 
kiss to ever grace my lips. 

Pat took one of my hands as he backed away and spoke 

in a tone | could reckon only to be sincerity. “You"re 
tremblin".” 

| was. 

“I"m not,” | said, barely able to give voice to my words 


while pulling him back to me, my body"s way of begging 
him 


not to leave. Not now. Not like this. “Please.” My God, could 
letting another in again really be this easy? All | knew was | 
wanted him to stay, to follow through on his implicit 
promise. 

But his lips covered mine, and nothing else seemed to 
matter as he wrapped me in his strong arms and held me as 
sensually as he kissed me. 

| can’t breathe.... 

“You okay?” he asked, letting me up for air. 

Maybe | nodded, or maybe he read in my eyes that | 
wasn't okay, not by a long shot. In the course of a few 
minutes, what had changed? “Look at each situation 


objectively,” Carol would say. But she wasn't here, and | 
was, 


and that all-too-familiar panic squeezed the life from my 
lungs. 

“Probably not a good idea,” Pat said, barely above a 
whisper. “Not here.” He released me, slowly, as if regretting 


doing so, and fixed his hat, never breaking eye contact as 
he 
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backed off. “No perfumes of any kind if you want to get 
close 


to the animals.” 
Reality rushed in as | watched him walk away, and | 


braced my knees simply to stay on my feet. He"d touched 
me, 


and | hadn"t panicked... well, | almost hadn't. 

Did you get all that, Sheriff Hardy? 

PICKING up my author copies from the post office turned out 
to be less of a nightmare than I"d anticipated. Seemed most 
of Divide—at least, those of us living outside the town"s 


center, within seeing distance of the traffic light—didn"t 
have 


the luxury of mail delivery. Come to find out, Divide"s only 
postal worker—and weekend designated driver/nandyman— 
was also their postmaster. What did take me more than a 
few tries was getting my name out, or the name Carol and | 


had agreed I|"d use. Carol Lamb felt more and more 
awkward 


each time | forced it from my lips. 


In truth, | was no more forced into living this lie than | 

was forced into getting out of bed each morning. | chose to 
do it, and I had to live with my decisions. God knows | was 
an old pro at that. 

First on my list of how-the-fuck-did-that-happen was one 
Mr. Pat Smith. | had far too much to think about for such a 
short ride home, and sighed as | turned my truck into my 
drive. How'd | allow what happened to happen.... It was just 
a kiss, | reminded myself, as | got out of my truck and shut 
the door. 
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A kiss that wasn"t supposed to happen. | hoisted the 


box from the bed and made my way inside, succeeding in 
my 


one-handed attempt to disarm my alarm system. 

| set the box of books down beside the still-empty 
bookshelf, toed off my boots, and traipsed to the kitchen, 
intent on a glass of cold water. My mind fell into thoughts of 


how I"d gotten within feet of that wolf and how | wanted to 


get closer still. Though, at the time, he seemed more 
interested in me than I was in him. Some research. My time 
at the center so far had been more like a circus with me 
teetering on Pat Smith"s expertly strung high wire. What in 
the hell was wrong with me? Ten days into my celibate life 
and.... Okay. Fine. Admittedly, it"d been four hundred and 


seventy-four days without getting fucked good and hard. 
But 


not by choice, and who was counting? 

First guy | meet whose proximity doesn’t throw me into a 
full-blown panic attack and already I’ve given in and put out 
the For Sale CHEAP sign. 

Pathetic. 

| set the empty glass on the counter and headed 

upstairs. Maybe a shower would help clear my mind, even 
though | was well aware standing under the hot spray would 


serve only to agitate my thinking... and thinking never 
made 


things right. Never for me. 
“Channel the energy, John.” That"s what Carol would tell 


me if she was here. 


So | took the stairs, two at a time, and reached the top 

no better for it than momentarily winded. Of course, it 
couldn"t be that easy. | turned into my room, flipped on the 
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light. Before I"d taken a handful of steps, my gaze fell on my 
disheveled bedding... and the framed photograph still 
against the pillow. 

Why couldn't he leave well enough alone? 

| flipped the picture face down, cursing it for existing, as 

| carried on into my bathroom and cranked on the shower. 
When | got out, I"d write. That"s what | set my mind to do— 
not to think about my thieving ex or my sex-on-a-stick 
neighbor or one Mr. Pat Smith. Fuck. Just thinking about 

Pat got me headed down a road | wasn"t certain | wanted to 
take. | grabbed the shampoo and poured some in my hand, 
fighting to use it in my hair and not on the boner that now 
bounced and ached with each bend and twist as | scrubbed. 
Just eyeing my bottle of conditioner, though, was all it took 


to convince me that maybe taking care of business wasn"t 


such a bad idea. 

The farther I leaned and the faster | stroked, the more 
convinced | became that I"d made the right choice. “Yes....” 
Fuck. | wanted those lips... on my neck... my 

shoulders... taking my dick deep inside his mouth. His 
throat. “God—damn it ... yes.” 

| rinsed. Again. Twisted off the shower, then snagged a 
towel, and wrapped it around my hips. Jerking off hadn"t 
helped one goddamned bit. 

Maybe it had taken the edge off. | slumped on the edge 

of my bed. 

“I met a man....” | hesitated long enough to pick up the 
photo of Mark and determine just how much | wanted to tell 
him. “He"s perfect. Not like you. Not at all.” 
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Pat... . He wanted me. No doubt. But for how long—a 

week, maybe two? A month? Just long enough to betray my 


trust? Despite his youth, he ran the wildlife center. He had 
to 


have proven himself up here. The people in Divide were 
tough and tried. But the truth was, being gay and living out 


here in the boonies didn"t mean a man had to settle for 
being 


completely alone—not even here. Though, my recollection 
of 


Carol"s chiding about “living for the moment” provided no 
comfort. | think that was one of my fears. Colorado Springs, 
while not as accessible with snow on the mountain, wasn"t 


that far. Heading into town to hook up wasn't my thing... 
but 


was it his? Was I convenient? 

“His name's Pat, and I think— 

“I think he cares about me. At least, he acts like he 
cares.” | swallowed back the anxiety threatening to burst 


free. In spite of my fears, something deep down inside 
hoped 


like hell Pat really did care. My gaze locked onto Mark"s 
baby 


blues— God, how | loved you—then shifted to the Xanax on 
my bedside table. 


And oh, how | hated him. 


| chucked him face down on the bed and slipped ona 
pair of jeans, leaving them unbuttoned as | made my way to 


my nook at the end of the hall. “Good ol" Chad.” | opened 
my 


laptop, got comfy in my chair. “You haven"t let me down 
yet.” 


Of course, he"d stuck it out with me the last couple 
years... in limbo, waiting for me to finish his story. Thought | 


was off to a pretty good start tonight, too. I"d just tucked 
bad 


memories away, had started typing in the words, when | 


jumped to my feet, replaying the sound my ears picked up. 
It 
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was faint, but | could"ve sworn | heard knocking... at my 
door? 

Oh hell no. 

Instantly, neighbors panning for sugar, Girl Scouts 
selling cookies, and even Pat Smith came to mind. But 


knowing who probably banged incessantly—for the 
pounding 


had increased in decibel and now beat faster than my racing 


heart—didn"t make me feel better about anyone just 
showing 


up on my doorstep. Judging by the echo, I ruled out the Girl 
Scouts. Brazen sonofabitch. 
Why couldn't people just leave well enough alone? For 


God's sake, | move to the mountains only to get harassed 
by 


God knows who selling God knows what? | stomped down 
the stairs, determined to keep my peace. Seeing how this 
was my property, | had a say so, and whoever he was, he 
wasn"t going to like it. 

WHOEVER possessed power enough to get me to yank open 


my door without first looking to see who graced my 
doorstep 


had better be prepared for a follow through. But as | stood 
there, slack-jawed, my stomach twisted in all sorts of chaos, 
and growing deafer by the second with my security system 
reminding me l"d forgotten to disarm it, | could not recall for 
the life of me what that follow through might consist of. 


“Hungry?” 


“Wh-what...?” 
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“I brought food,” the Pat Smith of the Colorado Wolf and 
Wildlife Center fame, said, grinning, holding a large Crock- 
Pot up under one arm and a paper bag in the other. 

My pulse sped as he took a step toward me. | stepped 
back and slammed the door, punched in the security 
sequence to shut the damned beeping off, and fell against 
the door, replaying a very similar set of reactions from days 
earlier when my neighbor had noticed me staring. Are you 


just going to leave him out there? | found it exceptionally 
hard 


to inhale a full breath. Hope he “understands” as he slinks 
back to his car or truck or whatever-the-fuck he drives? Just 


how in the hell did he know where I live? | hadn"t had time 
to 


roll that last question around before | realized the answer— 
the application for helping out at the center. My heart 
pounded so strong in my ears, | was certain a severe 


migraine was moments away. Just what the fuck is he doing 


here, anyway? In a matter of thirty seconds, I"d asked 
myself 


all that needed considering. 

One question, in particular, seemed most relevant, 

though. | swiped at the sweat that had beaded at my 
temples. How would | ever get an opportunity to spend time 
in such close proximity to wolves, securing the research 


needed for this novel, if | pissed off my only “in” to the 
place? 


| straightened from the door, turned around, and with a 
Shaky hand, pulled it open, but my focus stayed on the 
upside-down WELCOME Mr. Smith"s fancy cowboy boots 
straddled. If | was smart, I"d catalogue the irony of this 
moment for later use.... But | never claimed to be a genius. 
“Sorry about—” 
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“Hope you like roast beef,” Pat said, brushing past me 
as he let himself in. 

Okay. 

Odd just got odder. 


| caught Pat as he entered the kitchen. “Listen, I"m 

not—” 

“You're not ready to entertain guests yet? No big deal,” 

he said, continuing his quest. Reaching the table, he set the 
bag down, then maneuvered the Crock-Pot from under his 
arm, and set it near the center. “We can eat in the kitchen.” 
“No. Listen. You don"t understand.” Even as | said the 
words, | wasn't sure | understood myself. | mean, here stood 
a good-looking guy, bearing dinner, and hunger—we'"d 
established that this morning—and he was making himself 


at home as though there"d been no awkwardness between 
us 


earlier. Maybe not for him; too bad | couldn"t say the same. 
“It"s all right,” he said. “I don"t have to have fancy this or 
extravagant that.” 

| stood there, once again speechless, as Pat began 
unpacking the contents of the paper sack—even more so 
when he ventured into my cupboards and drawers and, 
without a second guess, gathered the plates and the bowls, 


silverware and serving utensils. Hell, /didn"t even know 


where | kept three-fourths of my shit yet. 

“How do you know where everything is?” 

“Logic, man.” Pat tossed me a grin from over his 

shoulder. 

“But, you went right to the exact place | keep—” 
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And that"s when it dawned on me. Here stood a man | 
thought | knew, as much as one could get to know a man in 
less than two weeks. Yet, | didn"t know him at all. Part of me 
wanted to fall into comfortable step beside Pat; the other 
screamed a warning that an intruder, my new neighbor, had 
just invited himself into my home. 

“Y-you"re my—you"re my—” 

“Welcome to Divide.” With a shrug, Pat looked up from 
placing the silverware beside each plate. “Thought it was 
time | come clean. On or off?” 

“On or off?” His clothes? "Cause if that"s what he"d 


meant, I"d gotten a pretty good eyeful through the trees. 
Now 


that | realized what Pat housed under his Western shirt and 


jeans each day, off was the answer to his question, 
definitely. 


Off. 

But before | could form an intelligible reply, he 
straightened, glanced my way. “Um, yeah. My hat.” Pointing 
to his head, he grinned. “Is yours an on or off home?” 

| stared, knowing | stared, but | couldn"t seem to grasp 

his words or their meaning, not with the sudden tightening 


in my gut or the pulse threatening to blast out my 
eardrums. 


On or off... did men make such rules? 

Pat removed his hat and, with a lift of his brows, 

motioned out of the kitchen toward the front door. “I noticed 
the rack.” 

Maybe in Divide, they did. 

| didn"t know what to think, and | damned sure couldn't 


speak to save my soul. The first attempt to calm myself to 
do 


either failed, and | held up a finger. Pat nodded, seeming to 
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understand. | bolted from the kitchen, upstairs as fast as my 
feet could carry me, into my room, and | didn"t slow until I"d 
popped the lid off my prescription. God help me. The first 
bite I"d had in months and | couldn"t stop shaking long 


enough to secure the fucking hook. | popped a pill and 
began 


pacing, hoping it"d work sooner than later. 

Not more than a few minutes passed before my legs felt 
sturdy enough to carry me back downstairs. | wasn"t leaving 
him alone down there longer than I had to. Hell, | didn"t 
really know the man, and if it weren't for the promise of 
some great-smelling pot roast, I"d have ushered him out just 
as fast as he"d welcomed himself inside. 

One thing"s for sure, Carol would hear about this. 

In the heart of my home, | put on a public face and 

made my way back to the kitchen. 

“SO...” 

Pat jumped to his feet as | entered and retook his seat 


as | took mine. Guess he opted for hat on. 


“See you found everything okay.” | took the chair 
cattycorner to his, as the place settings indicated. 

Eat quickly. Talk little. Don’t let him in on too much. Be 
careful what you do say, and make him leave as soon as 
possible... Though | ran through the directives, over and 
again, with each glance or hearty laugh from Pat, | found 
myself making excuses to eat slower. “You really made all 
this?” 

“Mm-hmm.” If not for him digging right in and shoveling 
his mouth full, he would"ve said more, | was sure. 

Rite of Passage | Bry/ R. Tyne 

56 

Mashed potatoes, still warm and dripping with butter—| 
was five years old, all over again. Green bean casserole so 
delectable it melted in my mouth. How he seemed to know 
my favorite foods was something else to ponder entirely, 


down to the single bay leaf added to the Crock-Pot to 
season 


the roast. 


Halfway through my second helping, | noted Pat's stare. 


“Sorry. Did | not tell you how great the meal was?” 

He thumbed his hat higher on his forehead, leaned back 
in his chair. “It"s okay. Obviously, you"re enjoying it.” 

| was, and I continued on—while he continued staring, 
as if contemplating.... Only one conclusion came to mind; 
he"d been hanging around wolves far too long. 

“What?” | asked around a bite of green beans, at the 
same time, lowering my fork to my plate. 

He grinned as he pushed his plate forward. “Just 
wondering if you"re ready for dessert?” 

| swallowed. 

Hard. 

Neighbors. Complications. Half a dozen similar warnings 


flashed before my mind'"s eye. | even heard the robot from 
the 


old TV series, Lost in Space, “,,Danger, Will Robinson... 
danger, beware."” 

Pat held my gaze, unmoving, as if challenging me. 

Of all the warnings at my disposal, my mind grasped, 


don’t fail me now, Xanax, and my pulse quickened along 
with 


the near-dead wood reawakening in my jeans. 
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Chapter Four 

STALLING rushed as the only option to the forefront of my 
brain when Pat, in a sudden move, shoved his chair from the 
table and leapt to his feet. No exaggeration, if this were one 
of my novels, I"d say his mother had most likely christened 
him, Patrick Overzealous Smith. 

“Dessert?” That one word came as a hoarse cough, and | 
struggled not to hyperventilate as he encroached in my 
personal space, riveting me with his eyes, as though | was 
helpless to do anything but stare. He knew my favorite 
dinner; surely, he must know my favorite dessert. Right? 
“Brownies? l-I like the ones with nuts —w-wa/nuts.” 

Shit. With my luck, any attempt to thwart Pat's 

advances was bound to fail. If | thought otherwise, I"d be 
denying the truth. He captivated me in ways | didn"t 
understand and doubted | wanted to. | could think of little 


that would keep me from succumbing to anything he asked 


of me right here and now. 

One hand behind my shoulders and gripping my chair, 

he rocked me back on two legs. “Nuts... yeah,” he said, 
breathless yet certain, me at his whim, toes suspended off 
the floor. “Exactly.” 

| made a valiant attempt to win the mock battle when | 
shifted forward and sprang to my feet, nearly knocking him 


over in the process. But in no time flat, he"d righted his 
step, 
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had my face in his hands, and his lips crushed to mine; that 
Shadowed jaw scraping rough and Sure across my chin 
severed all ties to rational thought. Whether by design or by 
fiat, it had been too long. Way too long since the last time a 
man held me this way. 

For what seemed like an eternity of breathless hunger, 

our lips pressed, tongues vying for position, and | prayed. 
Prayed the meds would keep me in check... would let me 


perform. Much more thinking on my part and any motivation 


for the moment would soon be gone, along with my boner. 
| pulled back long enough for both of us to suck in air, 

and in no time flat, | was back on him and backing him 
against my kitchen island. A block of knives smacking the 
tiled floor with a thud didn"t deter me—but at the series of 
accompanying metallic clatters, | froze. Then backed away. 
Just about doubled over as | went to my knees—having Pat 
follow my every move, including going to his knees on my 
kitchen floor alongside me, made it worse. Jaw clamped to 
keep from making my hyper-responses known, | sucked in 
air through my nose and let it out just as fast. My heart 


pounded, my eyes had to be as wide as saucers. Pat 
touched 


my arm. 
At once, | couldn't breathe. Goddamnit. Please quit 


looking at me—Jjust go away. No. I take that back. | wanted 
no 


one to see me like this, but neither did | want him to leave. 
Fuck. | grabbed the edge of the island and hoisted myself to 
my feet. Pat scrambled to stand, stepped toward me, once 


again, arm outstretched. 


“Don"t.” | didn"t want to push him away, but | did. 
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Before | could regroup, hide my overreaction to his 


advances, Pat went stumbling backward from a single 
shove, 


taking more than a few steps to regain his balance. “Fine.” 
Hands held high and out, he continued backing toward the 
kitchen doorway. “Fine,” he said. 

The man had to be all sorts of confused. | felt for him. | 
really did, and despite making a complete idiot of myself, | 
wanted him to stay. “Just make up your fucking mind, John.” 
| could hear Carol chastising me, even now. 

“Wait!” 

That one word hung in the space between us as | 

reached out, closing my eyes, attempting to rein in my 
breathing. “Don"t go.” 

Despite my wanting Pat, | couldn't find it in me to look 


him in the face—even as his steps echoed across my 
kitchen 


tile, and | felt his arm around my back. Telling the man 


“thanks” flitted across my mind, but the thought evaporated 
just as quickly. Thanks for what? Putting up with a fucking 
nut? Coping with a mental invalid for the evening? That's 
what | felt like—incomplete, maybe something from the 
damaged goods rack. 

Didn"t make a mad dash for another round of meds 


though, surprising, to me. With Pat beside me, | seemed 
able 


to catch my breath; my pulse still raced, but the deafening 
thrum had decreased considerably. He stood tense, but the 
arm bracing my back and rubbing slowly from one shoulder 
to the other felt steady, secure. “Sorry.” | heard myself 
whisper, as I stole a glance his direction. 
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What | was looking for, | didn"t know for sure. Maybe | 

just wanted to know he wasn't laughing— He wasn't. Chin 
high, his head lolled back, and his eyes closed, he continued 
to rub my shoulders. In truth, he appeared rather perturbed. 


“Don't be,” he said, meeting my gaze. 


My face felt hot under the scrutiny of his stare, but 

seeing those eyes—this time, really noticing the intensity of 
the blue in them and the way the lighter, almost silver 
streaks flared from his pupils, outward—! couldn"t look 
away. 

Without another word, he kissed me. | let him. How did 

this man know what to do in every situation? 

“I"ve never met anyone like you,” Pat mumbled into the 
kiss. 

Between a flip and a swish of his tongue, | started to 


question what he"d meant since he"d known me for less 
than 


two weeks. But the moan that escaped our pressed lips 
drew 


me back. 

“Screw it,” | told him. 

His hands fumbled with my jeans and mine with his. 
“Fuck.” 

“Uh, yeah. Think | got the general idea.” 

| tugged at his zipper. Without touching a button, he 


pulled both his shirts up and off over his head and chucked 


the works to the floor. If he"d picked up anything from being 
around those wolves, it was that predatory look he now held 
fixed on me... intent, purposeful, hungry. 
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Damn it, the man was sexy as hell—a scene out of one 

of my novels... right out of one of my dreams. | took a step 
back and stood in awed silence. 

“What?” he asked, gaze hesitant on mine, his hands 
hesitant on his jeans. 

| think he noticed my intent because he smiled a 

crooked, devious kind of smile. Who could"ve envisioned 
anyone sexier? | know | never had, not even for one of my 
books. He had Chad Hardy beat, hands down... 

And Pat's hands disappeared down inside my undone 

jeans in no time flat. 

“I-I"m uh... are you—?” 

“Shh...” was all he said before his mouth, once again, 
covered mine, and he switched our positions, backing me 


against the island. 


Totally unexpected on my part, despite never having 
allowed myself to be handled like this, | found | liked it, or, 
at the very least, conceded | could get used to it ... maybe. 
He eased back just enough to work my jeans to my 

knees and to spin me around—! gripped the edges of the 
butcher block as he pressed me to it, ground against me. 
Most definitely... 

| pushed toward him and felt him—right there. 

“You want this?” A whisper, his breath hung heavy on 

my neck. 

Though hunched over that kitchen island, | managed to 
draw in enough breath to let out a quiet, “Yeah.” 
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Pat made short work of getting himself ready. In the 


meantime, | concentrated not to pass out. Seemed no 
matter 


what I tried, | couldn"t catch my breath. My pulse pounded 
in my ears, and my only thought was, Not now. Don’t lose it 


now. 


“It"s okay... relax,” he said, once again, leaning over me, 
his voice soft, soothing, a rough hand rubbing over my bare 
back and down over my ass. “I'll try not to hurt you.” 
How’d he know? | stopped feeling long enough to see if | 
was Shaking. My nerves were on edge, but | thought my 
white-knuckled grip on the countertop hid it well. 
Apparently, | was mistaken. 

“Let yourself go.” 

Pat continued to cover my neck and shoulder with 

kisses... warm, wet kisses that had me reeling for more. 
Somehow, | managed the words, “Don't stop.” 

“Don"t worry, | got you.” 

Fuck, yeah, his arms felt divine wrapping around my 
middle, his hands, delicious, eating up skin as they slid 
along my torso. Pat had me, and any which way he wanted 
me, too. “Yes. Just do it.” By all that’s holy, do it now, while 
the meds still work. 

And he did. 

His weight covered me as he filled me. “You okay?” His 


voice sounded stressed, full of need. 


Was he as needy as | was? At the moment, | wasn"t sure 

| even cared. Teeth pressed together, | pressed against him, 
silently asking for more. 
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Again, Pat heard me. 

One hand gripping my shoulder, the other at my hip, he 
gave me what | wanted.... 

“God.” | held fast to the countertop. My pulse invaded 


my ears as Pat succeeded in invading every other part of 
me. 


“Yes.” 

“You"re fucking beautiful.” | could tell from his breathing 

he was close. “So close,” he said. 

Take me. My actions let him know my desires. Use me. 
Make me know I’m needed. “Please.” 

On my word, his grip tightened. His breath hitched, and 

he came, fast and hard and thoroughly, before melting over 
me. Minutes passed, me pressed to that kitchen island, Pat, 


regaining consciousness above me. 


“Sorry,” he whispered as he pulled away. 

| turned in time to watch him deposit the rubber in the 
trash under the sink and waddle, his way back to me, his 
jeans bunched at his ankles. 

“Don't be,” | started to tell him, but was stopped by Pat"s 
apparent need to make sure | understood, as he captured 
my mouth with his and took my dick in hand. 

“Let me,” he said. 

Before | could even nod a simple yes, he was on his 
knees, taking me into his mouth. 

| didn"t have to look down to know just how badly | 
wanted this, but | did—look down, and that was all she 
wrote. “Fuck, yes.” | took hold of Pat"s head, knocking his 
hat to the floor, as | guided him over my dick. Hell yes, | 
wanted it, and he was willing, and | was eager. With one 
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hand, | pushed away from the counter, took his face again, 
and | fucked that gorgeous mouth. “Beautiful.” 


He moaned around his mouthful of me as his gaze met 


mine. | lost it, emptied all of me into his willing throat. He 
Slid his lips off and stood. His dick, hard again, pressed 
between us as he kissed me with renewed passion. | tasted 
myself on his lips, wrapped my arms around his neck, and 
pulled him closer, hung on for life... | hung on to keep my 
knees from buckling. 

Pat let me up for air, his eyes forever watchful, his 

thumbs sliding slowly along my face. “I liked that,” he said. 
| nodded, once and kind of numb-like, fascinated with 

the man in my arms. “Me too.” | coughed, my words dry, my 
throat more so. Pat smiled. “Want a glass of wine?” | asked. 
He backed away, following my arms to the very tips of 

my fingers before letting go. Without instruction, we both 
fixed our clothing. 

Upon completion, Pat went to the cupboard and took 

down two wine glasses. “You wanna handle the fire? I"Il get 
this.” 

| swallowed, watching him move about my kitchen with 


ease as | backed toward the door. What was this feeling, 


right here, in the very pit of my gut...? Wasn't fear or 
anxiety 


or any of the above family, | damn well knew that much, 
and 


finally | broke my stare when | hit carpet. Hand on the 
doorjamb, | returned the smile he tossed me. “Yeah. I'll start 
a fire.” 
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IF | would"ve had the energy, | would've skipped to the 
stack 


of wood, but even wiped out from the most amazing sex— 
from the only sex in over a year and a half, if the truth be 
known—I got the fire going and was sitting on the sofa when 
Pat came in, two glasses of wine in hand. He rested a hip on 
the sofa back and leaned over to hand me my glass along 
with a kiss on the cheek. How the man knew to do 
everything right, | didn't know. As long as he didn't stop, | 


didn"t care. | sipped my wine, lost in the licking flames of 
my 


fire while Pat retreated toward the door. “I"m gonna hang 
this 


up before it gets lost to the floor again.” 

| turned and chuckled as he hung his hat on my coat 
rack. “No books on your shelf?” he asked, stepping to the 
empty shelf. 

Like a mother mindful of her children, my gaze flew to 


the box at Pat's feet. Stupid move, my mind screamed, as 
his 


gaze immediately followed mine. “Oh!” 
My hand shook, and my wine threatened to topple as he 
reached into the cracked-open box. Oh no! My wine set on 


the end table, | was off the sofa and reaching for Pat"s arm 
as 


he pulled a book from the box. “Don"t.” 
“Your new book"s out already?” He looked from the cover 
to my fingers wrapped tightly around his wrist. “I"ve been 


waiting for this one for over a year.” He flipped the novel 
with 


one hand and grinned as he met, what I"m sure was, my 
horrified gaze if the heart in my throat were any indication. 
“Please.” That one word seemed all | was able to get out 


with such short notice. Please what? Don"t confront me like 


this? Don"t hurt me? Please, don"t screw this—whatever this 
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is—up? I"m sure my eyes said the words my tightening 
throat would not let me say. 

“It"s okay, John.” Pat reached for my curled fingers—| 

pulled away, took two steps back. “I already Know who you 
are.” 

No. He did not just say that. This. Was. Not. Happening. 


Pat set his wine on the bookcase"s second shelf from the 


top, almost cautiously. Apparently, he"d noticed the heave 
of 


my chest. Hell, | noticed my shoulders rising just as quickly 
as they fell, as my lungs begged for air. “John, please—” 
“No.” | ran for the base of the stairs. 

Pat followed. 

“Stay away.” | leapt three steps up, twisted around, and 
pointed to the door. “Leave.” 


Didn"t know why | found it easier to breathe simply 


seeing the wounded dog look in Pat"s eyes, and | didn't 
care. 


“I never meant to—” 

“|I don"t care what your intentions were. Get out of my 
house.” | took two more steps, stalled, and waited for Pat's 
next move. 

He started up the stairs. 

“Stay away from me,” | screamed like a girl, | did, as | 

took off racing to the landing. | didn"t have time for making 


cowboy macho, and ran for my bedroom, the one room in 
the 


house where | could program a secondary alarm. 

Pat banged on my door just as | twisted the lock, 

punched in the key code. | shoved my dresser in front of the 
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door—the chair, a footlocker... Only when I was sure he 


wasn't coming in behind me did | stop long enough to eye 
my 


prescription and my phone on the table next to the bed. | 


took the few steps necessary to retrieve the bottle, opened 
it, 


popped a pill, and punched Carol"s number into my cell 


phone as | picked it up. “Go away,” | hollered through the 
wooden jungle I|"d created. 

The jungle of furniture shook from the heavy bang 
against the door. Again. “Come on. Just let me in—to talk. 


That"s all. Swear.” The alarm"s wail muffled Pat"s shouts. 
“I'M 


not leaving.” 

| froze, staring at the crack running the length of my 
bedroom door next to the handle, the pressured top two 
hinges... Silence—literally. 

Even the screaming alarm suddenly died. 

“John? Hello! John, you there?” 

“Carol.” | brought the phone to my ear, eyes never 
leaving the door. 

“How are—?” 

“What kind of fucked-up situation is this, Carol?” 

“John, | don"t—” 

“Who is he? Why'd you give him access to my personal 
life—my house—For chrissake, the alarm system?” 


More silence, only this time, it came from someone | 


knew | could trust... which made the fact it was happening 
that much worse. “Goddamn it, Carol. If this is your idea of a 
joke—” 

“Do you have any weapons, John?” 
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“Do | have any—?” | pulled the phone away to listen. 
Heard nothing. “Do | what?” 

“Listen, John. | don"t Know what in the hell your 

problem is, but this shit"s got to stop.” 

“What are you—?” In spite of the meds, my panic made 

a last stand. “I think someone's trying to break in!” 

“You took your meds?” 

“Yes. I"m serious, Carol, someone"s—” 

“John. Shut up and listen!” 

| did. 

“Pat is going to come in through your window, and you 
are going to let—” 

“But—” 


“Shh. Shh. Shh. Don't interrupt me, John. Pat"s a good 


man. I"ve known him for years.” 

Outside my window, | heard a clatter, but my mind 
registered only the kind of clatter Carol could inspire. 
“I"ve stuck by you. Tried to help you back on your feet.” 
She knows Pat.... She set this up? 

“| entrusted him with your care because, well, frankly, 


because goddamn it, John, I"ve got a fucking life too. Are 
you 


hearing me, John? Can you get over yourself long enough to 
listen to what I"m saying?” 

My eyes grew wide as Pat"s face brightened the view 
through my darkened window. Though he didn"t look too 
happy.... 

Rite of Passage | Bry/ R. Tyne 

69 

“H-hold on. | got to open the window.” 

From that point, all of my moves seemed to be in slow 
motion. The floor disappeared beneath my feet as | stepped 
to the window. My fingers fumbled the latch twice before | 


got it unlocked. Pat helped lift it open from the outside. 


“| opened the window,” | said into the phone, as if it 
were the first time in my life I"d even done such a thing. 
“That's good, John. Are you okay?” 

“He's fine, Carol,” Pat said into the cell phone at his ear. 
“| promised you I"d take care of him, and | will.” 

“John?” Carols voice registered... finally, as | continued 
to stare at the man in my room, across from me, staring 
back at me.... “John?” 

“l-I think I"m okay.” 

“I"m hanging up now, John.” The call disconnected. | 
stood there, as stupefied with the view of my world as a 
newborn baby. 

“I"ve got it under control, Carol. Sorry to trouble you this 


late,” Pat said, then disconnected the call, and slid his 
phone 


into his jean"s pocket. 

When he turned around and closed the window, | 
continued to watch as if seeing the man for the first time in 
my life. 


“Cold outside,” he said. 


It was... but | couldn"t seem to find my voice to agree or 

to disagree. 
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“Man, don"t scare me like that, again. Got it?” | watched 

as Pat took one step toward me, but | was glued to the spot, 
unable to move even if | would"ve wanted. “Carol will kill me 


if anything happens to you,” he said, taking yet another 
step 


closer. 

| found the coordination to let my cell phone drop to the 
foot of my bed. 

“| would never... ever... hurt you, John.” | looked into a 

set of eyes that looked as scared as | knew mine did. “You 
know that, right?” 

If each of my exhales sounded like a vacuum, each 

inhale was that magnified by ten. My arms felt like they 
belonged to Gumby, and | wasn"t sure how similar feeling 
legs held me up. But I didn't move. | didn"t feel the need to 


flinch, or to run, or to hide.... | think | nodded as | said, 


“Just touch me. Make me know this is real.” 

Pat embraced me, held me while | shook. My entire body 
shook like | was tied to a paint mixer. He moved to sit on the 
bed, turning me in his arms, and moving me with him. 
One kiss. 

Another, which led to three more. 

I"d sort it out later. Right now, my body needed to relieve 
some major stress, and | pushed Pat to the mattress as | 
stood and began unfastening his pants. “Kick off your 
boots.” 

He did. 

| shucked his jeans and briefs down past his hips, his 
knees... he finished by kicking the works onto the floor. My 
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clothing followed, and | climbed up and straddled him, 
helping him rid himself of his shirts. 

“You all right?” were the only words he got out before 

my mouth was on his. His hands moved to my ass. Mine 


moved anywhere | could reach. 


“I need this,” | said, backing away to pull open the 
drawer on my nightstand. Ignoring any reply, | got to my 


knees, retrieved a condom, and rolled it over my aching 
dick. 


“Get on your knees.” 

He did. 

Damn, he was beautiful, from this angle, also. “Lube?” 
“Please,” he said, dropping to his elbows. 

If I"d known him any longer than | had, | would've told 
him | was in love.... “One step at a time, John.” And Carol 
was right. 

“Ready?” 

“Please....” 

| liked the need | heard in his voice, the strength of his 
pose, his innocence. “You trust me?” | asked. 

“More than you know.” 

If it were possible, | think | was falling for the man more 
with each word he uttered. | pressed inside, and when | 
didn"t receive any protest, | pressed a little farther, 


progressing slowly until | was buried inside that sweet ass. | 


thought he was the—”You"re the most perfect man I"ve ever 
seen.” 

“I try hard,” he said on an exhale. 
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Like a fucking cat, unable to decide between playing 

with my food and eating it, | had the sudden urge to tease. 
My fingers held steady as | traced the sway of his back, the 
curve of his ass. “Jesus.” 

“Fuck me, John.” 

And | did. 

BREAKFAST consisted of good-morning sex, cheese omelets, 
oatmeal, and a mid-morning snack. To say | wasn"t satisfied 
would be a lie. Sore but satisfied, no better combination. | 


looked at Pat—he looked at me. “Pass me the sugar,” he 
said 


with a wink. 
He must've caught me checking the time because he 
said, “Already called the center. They got it under control 


today.” He met my gaze. “How you feeling?” 


| twirled my fork between my finger and thumb. Should I 
tell him, honestly? | wondered for all of two seconds before 
deciding I"d come farther than | ever would've imagined 
coming even yesterday. “Just how much do you know... 
about John Ashley Price?” 

Pat set his coffee down on the table. “The author?” 

Now that I"d asked, | had second thoughts. 

Pat rested his hand over top of mine. “I was only 
Clarifying.” 

My exhale came out louder than what | felt was normal. 
“Sorry.” 
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“Don"t apologize. It"s okay.” 

“It"s not.” | stood, effectively pulling my hand away from 
him. “More coffee?” 

“How "bout we go in and I"Il take you to meet the wolves 


tomorrow?” Two arms wrapped around my waist from 
behind 


as | stood at the counter, staring out into my backyard. “One 


entire shelf is dedicated to author John Ashley Price books,” 
Pat said, resting his chin on my left shoulder. “I"ve been one 
of his biggest fans since | was fifteen.” 

Christ, just how young was he? 

“I"m twenty-five. Old enough to know what | want.” 

Would it be wrong of me to harbor an ounce of hope 

he"d meant me in that innuendo? 

“If what | read in the newspapers is accurate...,” he 

started, tightening his hug. 

God, this felt so right. 

“John Price recently uprooted from his decades-old 

Chicago residence to some unknown location after a lengthy 
court trial involving his accountant, a Mark—” 

“Don't.” | pried out of his embrace, stepped toward my 
back door. “Some things aren"t worth talking about.” 
“Come back here, please.” 

When I didn"t turn around, he continued. “I"m just 
answering your questions as honestly as | can. We don"t 
have to talk about any of it if you"d rather not. It"s cool.” | 


jumped when Pat stepped up behind me. “Don'"t do this, 


John. At least, give me a chance.” 
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“You don"t understand. There's a reason I"m alone.” The 
wind left my lungs as he pulled me against him, kissed my 
neck. 

“Damn it, John.” 

“I fall too hard, too fast. Being alone is... it"s less 
complicated.” 

“I"m sure it is.” He spun me in his arms. “But you don"t 
believe that.” 

“| don"t?” 

“No.” His kiss was unassuming... unobtrusive. “You 
don"t, John.” 

God, | liked hearing the sound of my name on his lips, 


the taste of his lips on mine. “I"m scared,” | told him; | 
wasn't 


lying when | said it, and my entire body trembled, showing 
my conviction. 


Pat"s lips quivered beneath mine as | reversed the kiss, 


but | refused to open my eyes to discern what | could easily 
see. Instead, | chose to feel... the message only his actions 
could convey. Was he as scared as me? 

“You know | am,” he whispered as we parted for air. 

How’s he do that? |"d probably never know. | sure as hell 


wasn't about to ask, and | was certain he wasn"t about to 
tell 


me. 
And for the first time in years, | think | was okay with 

not knowing what came next. 
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| KNEW the moment | conquered my rite of passage.... 

Sure you did, Chad Hardy. He was full of himself this 
morning. What in the hell had gotten into him? 

I"d never confess my secret to Sheriff Hardy, but | was 
pretty certain he knew as well as | did that it had everything 
to do with one Mr. Pat Smith. 

“How "bout some coffee, cowboy?” 


Pat"s scratchy morning voice and the heavenly smell of 


fresh coffee pulled me away from my laptop to find a near- 
naked man wearing my robe, open, in my doorway, mug of 
coffee in hand. 

| waited for an adverse sensation that didn"t come. No 


dry throat or racing pulse... my chest felt—it felt pretty 
good, 


actually. Heartbeat had quickened with Pat's entrance, felt 
my dick start to swell just looking at him, but nothing I"d 
define as abnormal. Did | feel norma/? | smiled at the 
realization and made a mental note to tell my doctor, as Pat 
set the steaming mug on the corner of my desk. 

“Didn"t mean to disturb your work. Go on, I"m gonna 

catch a couple more hours of sleep.” 

| watched him saunter out my door before turning my 
attention back to my story. 

Well, Sheriff Chad Hardy, change your mind about those 
sunsets? 

| mean, | had to ask, now that | realized he"d gone on for 
over five pages without finding an excuse to come up for air. 


| stood, stretched... picked up the coffee from the corner of 


my desk before reclaiming my spot behind the keyboard. 
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Chad was a feisty one this morning and anxious as all get 
out for me to get his story onto the pages of my book, the 
one I'd promised Carol by December. 

Not a few minutes had gone by when, from down the 
hall, Pat"s holler beat the sound of his footsteps into my 
room. “You coming back to bed, or do you want some 
breakfast?” 

| looked up to find him, once again, in my doorway, and 


couldn"t help but smile. New problem: learning when one 
Mr. 


Pat Smith wanted what he wanted. My fingers kept on 
typing. 

“Give me a minute; I"Il be there.” | threw him a wink as 

he returned my knowing grin and traipsed back to bed. 
Paragraph finished, | reached in my desk drawer and 

took out the ornate frame I"d moved there when Pat started 


coming by regular. | dropped it into the trashcan beside the 


desk. Mark"s memory no longer had a hold on me. 

A sunrise, eh? 

| read over the last few lines Chad had inspired. No 
sunsets, but he"d take a Rocky Mountain sunrise any day. 
“Well, Chad Hardy,”—I stood and pushed in my chair— 

“I think you got yourself a deal.” 
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